Hospital nurses' professional accountability while using the National Early Warning Score: A qualitative study with a hermeneutic design.
To explore general hospital ward nurses' experiences with the National Early Warning Score and to determine its impacts on their professionalism. The National Early Warning Score has broad appeal; it is a patient safety initiative designed to ensure early identification of and response to deteriorating patients in hospitals. However, it is still unclear how the tool impacts nurses' professionalism. A qualitative study with a hermeneutic design was conducted in autumn 2017; the study consisted of semi-structured, in-depth interviews with 14 hospital nurses. The data were analysed thematically to understand and interpret the nurses' experiences. Methods are reported using COREQ guidelines (see Appendix S1). The study examined nurses' experience with the National Early Warning Score and its perceived impact on their professionalism. Four themes were identified: (a) the National Early Warning Score and clinical judgement in patient assessment, (b) responding to the National Early Warning Score standard, (c) involving the professional community and (d) adjusting the tool. The National Early Warning Score may impact nurses' professionalism in diverse ways. Nurses are aware of the importance of incorporating all of their professional competence, comprising clinical judgement, discretion and accountability, with the National Early Warning Score to accurately assess patients' conditions. Findings indicated that the National Early Warning Score was beneficial to nurses' professional practice; however, accountability to this standard alone does not ensure quality care and patient safety. A greater understanding of the role of nurses' professional accountability when using the National Early Warning Score is needed to improve practice and ensure patient safety.